White matter hyperintensities in young individuals with bipolar disorder or at high genetic risk.
Increased white matter hyperintensities (WMHs) is one of the most consistent imaging findings amongst participants with bipolar disorder (BD). This study investigated WMHs in a young population at high genetic risk for bipolar disorder (HR). MRI scans were conducted at baseline in HR individuals (n = 131), patients with BD (n = 47) and controls (CON) (n = 108). Most of the HR (n = 77) and CON (n = 74) group completed scans after two years. Scans were examined for the presence of WMHs. There were significantly more periventricular WMHs in the BD compared to the CON group at baseline (p = .04). Although the prevalence of periventricular WMHs was intermediate in the HR group, there were no significant differences between the HR and CON or BD participants. Deep WMHs did not differ significantly between the groups. Over time, there was a significant increase in the prevalence of periventricular WMHs in both the HR and CON groups (p = .02). The use of a visual rating scale to examine WMHs is subjective. As the gradings were collapsed into 'present' or 'absent', we could not ascertain whether the severity of hyperintensities worsened over time. Periventricular WMHs are more prevalent in young individuals with BD than controls. As these are not more prevalent in HR individuals, it is possible that these are either secondary to the development of bipolar disorder, its treatment, or resulting changes in lifestyle. In a novel finding, there were similar increases in the prevalence of WMHs in controls and HR youth over the 2-year period.